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The development of the new Framework for
Information Literacy (ACRL, 2015) has encouraged librarians
to take a more holistic view of the whole research process,
rather than thinking of it as the sequence of discrete steps
suggested by the old standards (ACRL, 2000). One of the new
frames describes scholarship as conversation. A literal
interpretation of this claim requires exploration of what a
conversation is and how conversations function. The field of
applied linguistics demonstrates that all conversations have
rules (Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974), but how do new
college and university students learn the rules for conversations
in their discipline? If going to college is viewed as entering a
new discourse community, then participating in disciplinespecific, scholarly conversation will involve learning the
language of this new community. Within language teaching,
discourse analysis is a common pedagogical technique to help
students acquire a new language (Riggenbach, 1999). This
highly interactive workshop at LOEX 2015 was designed to
enable information literacy instructors to explore how this
teaching technique could be applied to information literacy to
improve students’ research and citation.

SCHOLARSHIP AS CONVERSATION
The research paper is a very common assignment for
all levels of students. The length of the paper and the depth of
research required can vary dramatically, but the basic
requirements to find, synthesize, and cite a range of sources are
common across all variations. Issues around the use of this type
of assignment are well-documented (Schwegler & Shamoon,
1982) and these types of assignments commonly cause
frustration for students, instructors, and librarians. Students are
frustrated by the apparently arbitrary rules they have to follow.

Instructors are frustrated by the quality of the sources, writing
and citation of the papers they have to mark. Library staff are
frustrated by only having an hour a semester to help and often
being pushed into spending that time demonstrating search
tools. They know that libraries need to be about more than just
discovery, and that they need to ensure that students can
incorporate the sources that they find into their writing.
The concept of “scholarship as conversation”, as
outlined in the new framework, has received a lot of attention
from librarians (Carroll & Dasler, 2015; Wilkinson, 2014).
Attempts to map the framework onto the old standards reveal
that “scholarship as conversation” covers mainly new areas
(Hovious, 2015). However, the amount of discussion this
specific frame has generated suggest that this is an aspect of
information literacy that librarians are keen to explore. There
are three main troublesome areas that students encounter when
writing research papers that are addressed by the idea of
scholarship as conversation.
The first is understanding the rationale behind
assignment requirements. Students often focus on the
requirement for their paper to include "five peer-reviewed
scholarly articles" without considering what they need those
articles to do in their paper. So long as they include five, kind
of on topic, articles the assumption is that the requirement has
been met. This is a basic misunderstanding of the reason why
people refer to other scholars’ work in their own academic
writing. Many beginner writers are afraid to add their own voice
to their papers, or don't see how they, as a newcomer to the field,
can possibly have anything to say. If students understand the
bigger picture of being part of a conversation, the need for those
five peer-reviewed articles will become clearer. One of the
dispositions listed for this frame is that students should "see
themselves as contributors to scholarship rather than only
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consumers of it." This statement emphasizes the fact that
writing is creating and not just copying and that students do
have the authority to add their voices to the conversation.
The second is synthesis. Constructing a coherent paper
that includes five articles that have been chosen fairly arbitrarily
can be challenging. Writing based on these sources rather than
on the student’s own line of argument often becomes a messy
collection of direct quotes and unacceptably close paraphrases
called patchwriting (Howard, 1993). While there are many
reasons for this based on both reading and writing skills (see
The Citation Project for more on this topic), the end result is
that "not having a fluency in the language and process of a
discipline disempowers [a learner's] ability to participate and
engage" (ACRL, 2015). In other words, you have to speak the
language to join the community. Familiarity with the modes of
discourse used in their discipline can help students see how
writing can be organized, and what it might be expected to look
like. Bearing in mind recent discussions in the field of critical
information literacy (Beilin, 2015), it is important to note that
this does not have to be prescriptive. An awareness-raising
approach is suggested with room for discussion and critique of
the prevailing norms.
The third is plagiarism. Not understanding the
conversational nature of academic discourse can make citation
difficult. The kind of writing described above may result in
charges of plagiarism since paraphrases might be too close to
the original and be flagged by anti-plagiarism software.
However understanding that "Providing attribution to relevant
previous research … enables the conversation to move forward
and strengthens one's voice in the conversation" can be a key
part of improved citation practices. Too much of higher
education's focus is on punishment for plagiarism, and the real
reason for citation can get lost. We need to show students that
it is also a way to engage in an ongoing conversation and allow
others to follow your path. Understanding that citation is not
just a trick designed to get them in trouble, can make using it
much easier.
One possible solution to the challenges these areas
present to students is to encourage them to become discourse
analysts and to look closely at the texts in their discipline in
order to learn more about how scholarly conversation works.

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS
Discourse analysis is a technique employed by
linguists to examine the texts they are working with. These texts
could be in a range of mediums such as transcripts of
conversations, news reports, or academic writing samples. For
the purposes of this workshop, discourse analysis will be
defined, in an intentionally limited way, as close analysis of a
piece of writing to identify specific features and how they are
used.
Within applied linguistics, a teaching approach that
can be used is to provide second language learners with the
skills they need to become discourse analysts. The reason for
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this is explained by Wennerstrom in a book written to show
language teachers how to do this with their students, She states
that "cultures use genre to accomplish their social interaction
[so] discourse analysis provides a window on the values and
priorities of the community that created them" (2003, p.3). It is
clear that an international student is entering a new culture, but
it can be argued that all students are entering a new discourse
community when they go to college and start studying a specific
discipline. Each of these communities use specific genres of
written communication. If students can become discourse
analysts they can, “learn to analyze the written discourse of the
society around them and appropriate the results of their analysis
for their own writing purposes” (Wennerstrom, 2003, p.3). This
allows the students to take on the role of discourse analyst and
take control of their own learning. This can be a more
empowering role than that of newcomer.

THE INTERACTIVE SESSION AT LOEX 2015
Given the limited time available, a full exploration of
all aspects of discourse analysis was not possible. As an
introduction to some general discourse features, participants
were given a series of questions to discuss which encouraged
them to think about the structure of an academic paper, and
discipline-specific word choices and writing conventions.
Question 1. How do you think new students feel
about academic journal articles? What do they need to
know to be able to overcome these barriers? This question
generated a lot of discussion. Participants spoke of academic
resources being “over their heads” especially in freshman
composition classes. Issues around the depth of information
required for the assignment and faculty members who
sometimes point their classes to inappropriate resources were
raised. Feelings of “alienation” and of being in “a foreign land”
were mentioned and studies showing the low numbers of
students who have even been to a library before they start
college were cited.
Question 2. What kind of information do you
expect a journal article to contain/not contain? Comments
listing the kinds of things librarians often tell their students
about how to recognize an academic article were made, and
participants also spoke of misplaced expectations, for example
students who expect to find background information and basic
facts in a journal article. It was suggested that students tend to
evaluate journal articles based on their length as opposed to
their content, and that they expect to find the perfect article that
answers all their research questions.
Question 3. How do you expect this information to
be organized? How does this organization help with reading
and understanding the article? Understanding the structure or
anatomy of a journal article was seen as vitally important by the
session participants. In most cases it appears research article
organization has never been explained to students in their prior
education. One conclusion to this discussion is that it is
important to convey to students that reading and interpreting a
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research article is very different from reading a newspaper
article or blog post.
Question 4. What do members of your discourse
community take for granted that might not be obvious to
someone new to the community? This question was designed
to get participants thinking about the use of jargon and other
discipline specific terminology, and about recognizing key
scholars or seminal works in the field. Participants pointed out
that a student who has a business background might have a hard
time decoding an article from an engineering academic journal,
as they might not be familiar with the founding scholars or
acronyms used.
Question 5. If members of your group are used to
working in different disciplines, discuss how each
community structures written discourse. Workshop groups
discussed the fact that there is no one size fits all academic
journal article, and that the headings used and the kinds of
information included under each heading vary between
disciplines. The bias towards social sciences research methods
in many library instruction resources was mentioned, and the
difficulty that this can cause in terms of finding suitable
resources or activities for engineering or computer science
students was discussed. The importance of liaison work and
getting as much information as possible about assignments and
research expectations was emphasized.
Having begun to think a little like discourse analysts,
participants were then split into small groups and asked to apply
this approach to a series of information literacy instruction
scenarios. All of the scenarios were based on real classes that
the presenters have taught, and after hearing from the
participants, the actual materials used were shared.
Scenario 1
Scenario 1 gave a situation that encouraged a focus on
becoming familiar with academic modes of discourse (see
Appendix 1). Participants spoke of the importance of changing
their approach depending on the level of the class. For example,
one group described a session for lower-level students that
spent more time on introducing the concepts and an activity that
allowed them to look at an article together. For a higher-level
class, the introduction would be much shorter and time would
be spent looking at different articles and comparing similarities
and differences. In the presenters’ library workshop tackling
this scenario, the similarities and differences between an
academic research journal article and a magazine article on the
same topic are discussed. Students are encouraged to look at
features such as layout, images, and language. Focus then shifts
to the academic article, and students are given a chart to fill out
that enables them to understand the structure of an academic
paper. These discoveries reduce the intimidation factor of
research articles and boost students’ confidence levels.

scenario suggested that the most important point was to review
more than one source on any given topic. Participants felt an
exercise or workshop on media bias would be the most logical
approach. This fit well with the example from the presenters’
own experience. The workshop they gave used excerpts from
two websites about the sample case study. Each claimed to be
providing a timeline of the key events in the case, but had
dramatic differences in perspective, word choice, and even the
events themselves. Each student was given one article to read
and analyze, and then compared it with someone who had read
the other article. Rich discussion of the ways in which discourse
features of each text revealed the authors’ biases followed.
Scenario 3
The final scenario was designed to show students how
to contribute to the conversation (see Appendix 3). Time did not
allow for extended discussion of this scenario during the
conference session. This request is an interesting one because it
did not come to a librarian, but was originally sent to the
Learning Centre Coordinator. Because the Library and the
Learning Centre have a very close relationship and have
collaborated on support for this program before, the coordinator
came to discuss it with the librarian. At the presenters’
institution, the library is responsible for research and citation
and the Learning Centre focuses on synthesis of ideas and
writing skills, so this request was a perfect mixture of the two.
Staff worked together to develop a hands-on activity that
enabled the students to really engage with an academic text and
make their own discoveries about how citations were used. This
activity required the students to analyze the discussion section
of an academic paper and extract examples where the
researcher’s findings were being compared to other studies.
This lead to discovery about phrases that are commonly used to
introduce sources and the general structure of the discussion
section.

CONCLUSION
As librarians begin to explore the implications of the
new framework for classroom instruction, it can be helpful to
look to other disciplines for ideas and inspiration. The concept
of scholarship as conversation (ACRL, 2015) fits well with an
approach influenced by applied linguistics since research in this
field, especially on the connections between critical
engagement with sources and plagiarism (Vardi, 2012), is
highly relevant to library instruction. Thinking of the discourse
of their new discipline as a new language they need to learn can
offer both students and instructors a new perspective on the
demands of a research paper assignment. Encouraging a
discourse analysis approach to learning more about research
and writing practices within this new community offers a
student-centered and hands-on way to structure information
literacy workshops.

Scenario 2
The second scenario focused on evaluating competing
perspectives (see Appendix 2). A participant reviewing this
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APPENDIX 1
SCENARIO 1 – BECOME FAMILIAR WITH ACADEMIC MODES OF DISCOURSE
The prompt
Second semester Behavioral Science students have only had a short introduction to the library and what it can offer them regarding
their research needs. An instructor has asked you to run a library workshop based on an “article review” assignment. The students
have to find, read and review a research article that uses one of the single-subject research designs discussed in class. They are to
provide a summary of the background literature related to the topic, the research question/purpose, subject(s), setting, the target
behaviours, research design, and the intervention(s). She writes in her email:
I find the students are struggling to not only find research articles, but also to understand what a research article actually is.
Example classroom activity
Compare two articles on the same subject – one is a research article and the other is from a trade journal.
1.

Which article would be useful for this article review assignment? Why?
Talk about things like Author credentials, Photos vs. Charts, Abstract, Length, References, and Advertisements

2.

Take a closer look the research article. Using the chart provided, find examples of background literature, research
purpose, subjects, setting, etc.

3.

Discussion – Take up the chart with the class, talk about how now that the article has been broken into useful chunks
it is less intimidating and easer to analyze. Not as frightening.
Question
Is the title clear?
Is the background literature related to the topic?
What is the research purpose/ question?
Who are the subjects?
What is the setting?
What are the target behaviours?
What research design was used?
Describe the intervention.
Were graphs included?
What limitations were discussed?

Comments/ Notes
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APPENDIX 2
SCENARIO 2 – EVALUATE COMPETING PERSPECTIVES
The prompt
An instructor has asked you to give an IL workshop in her 4 th semester nursing ethics class. She has given you a copy of the
assignment in which students must choose one topic from a selection of current news stories involving medical ethics and then write
a paper using ethical decision making to support one course of action. Her email says:
The first stage of ethical decision making is descriptive analysis and good research at this stage is essential in order to get the
facts. In your session could you teach the students how to identify sources that are biased? For example, when students start
doing research, they quickly find web pages that are driven by beliefs rather than arguments. Students have to evaluate these
positions, and not simply quote them. If you need an example topic for the demo, you could use the case of Robert Latimer (mercy
killing/ murder of his disabled child).

Example classroom activity
After an initial interactive presentation on the way bias in newspaper articles can be evaluated by looking closely at images and word
choice, students are presented with excerpts from two websites summarizing the main “facts” of the Latimer case (one by Robert
Latimer and one by the Council of Canadians with Disabilities). Each student reads one version and analyses it for bias. They then
compare the two versions and answer the questions below.
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1.

Compare your article with your partner’s. Discuss word choice, information that has been included or omitted, and
conflicting information.

2.

What message is each writer giving?

3.

How could we check the information they provide?
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APPENDIX 3
SCENARIO 3 – CONTRIBUTE TO THE CONVERSATION
The prompt
In the final year of their degree program students are required to complete an applied research project. This includes writing a
proposal, collecting data, and writing up results. The instructor has contacted you and the College Learning Centre with a request to
help the students with integrating sources into their final research papers. His email says:
We worked on the lit review in the session last semester, and I think the students are doing okay finding good sources. The have
completed their research and are now in the writing-up phase. The difficulty I am seeing now is with connecting the parts of the
research paper together. This is especially clear in their discussion sections. Could you help them understand how to integrate their
sources, connect them to their own research findings, and cite elegantly?

Example classroom activity
Provide students with the Discussion section of an academic paper in their discipline.
In groups, fill in the chart.
Author’s research findings
“Our research …[suggests] that changes in family
structure such as having children or becoming empty
nesters can lead to change in physical activity.”

Evidence of connection to other studies
--“consistent with findings”of (Epiphaniou & Ogden,
2010 )and (Ogden & Hills, 2008) that life events and
crises strongly influence health-related behaviours &
lifestyles

Follow-up discussion highlights the language used to integrate references to other studies into a description of research findings.
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